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Chapter 5

“How I Learned to Love the Robot™:
Capabilities, Information Technologies,
and Elderly Care

Mark Coeckelbergh

5.1 Introduction

Information technologies seem promising when it comes to improving care for
elderly people. Intelligent systems could be used for the purpose of monitoring,
care, and therapy. For example, robotic devices could assist elderly people to move
around, autonomous pet robots could act as their artificial companions and allow
therapeutic interaction, and telemonitoring systems (perhaps involving chip implants
or intelligent nanobots) could allow medical professionals to keep track of people’s
health condition. In general, it seems that information technologies would allow
people to live longer independently and better in their own homes.

In societies that face an ageing population, shortage of care workers, and political
pressure to limit the allocation of public resources to health care, this may seem an
attractive path. However, there are also potential ethical problems with this techno-
logical solution. For instance, some worry that privacy will be violated if data are
sent to all kinds of other parties, that isolated living in a digitally enhanced environ-
ment would be deprive people of human contact and love, or that only the rich will
enjoy the benefits of these technologies. For example, Sparrow and Sparrow have
argued that the introduction of robots in the aged-care sector would be detrimental
to elderly people’s well-being since it would most likely result in a decrease in the
amount of human contact (Sparrow and Sparrow 2006).

In this chapter I will not directly discuss these ethical issues, but sketch a general
framework for the evaluation of information technologies in elderly care and
illustrate its potential. I will first show that the capability approach is a useful and
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attractive way to make explicit what is at stake, ethically speaking, in elderly care. 1
will focus on Nussbaum’s version of the capability approach and offer my interpre-
tation of her list of capabilities as a list of criteria to evaluate the quality of lives —
including the lives of the elderly. Then I will propose a modification to the capability
approach that moves beyond a purely instrumentalist view of technology: drawing
on earlier work I will argue that technology is not a mere means to realize capabili-
ties, but that the criteria or goals themselves — the capabiiities —change as a result
of technology. Finally, I will further suggest methodological recommendations
based on these insights and illustrate what this approach may mean in relation to
elderly care by exploring a scenario of robotic elderly care in which information
technologies transform people’s capabilities for social affiliation and engagement in
relations with humans and non-humans. In my conclusion I will indicate how this
proposed interpretation of the capability approach is compatible with Nussbaum’s
ideas on the ‘multiple realizability’ of capabilities and the importance of moral
imagination and moral sensitivity.

52 A Capability Approach to Ethics of Care Technology

One way to articulate both the promises and the ethical worries concerning the use of
information technology in elderly care is to use the capabilities approach as a descrip-
tive and evaluative framework. The capabilities approach was initially developed by
Sen and Nussbaum in response to standard approaches to human development in
development economics. They argued that well-being should not be evaluated by
looking at the Gross National Product (GNP) of a nation, or, more generally, at the
material resources people have; instead, they argue, we should focus on what people
are actually able to do (Nussbaum and Sen 1993; Nussbaum 2000), on expanding
‘the real freedoms that people enjoy’ (Sen 1999, p. 3), and, more fundamentally, on
their human dignity (Nussbaum 2006). Human development — in ‘development’
countries and elsewhere — is not (only) about giving people formal freedoms, mate-
rial goods, and technology; it is about empowering people to live better lives.

I propose that we apply this approach to ethics of elderly care.' It is not enough
to give elderly people care technology; what matters is what these people can do
with it in relation to their well-being, that is, what matters is that it enhances their
well-being and agency. From this perspective, the promise and goal of using infor-
mation technology in elderly care can be framed as empowering people to live
independently, to enjoy a higher quality of life, and to live their lives in dignity.
This puts the emphasis on what people can do with the technology (the goal) rather

1T limit the topic of this chapter to ethics of elderly care but the capability approach can be more
widely applied across various domains of ethics and ethics of technology.




























